SPECIFICATION 

TITLE OF THE INVENTION 

Electronic mail apparatus 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to an electronic mail 
apparatus that manages the addresses of destinations of 

,™ electronic mail (hereinafter referred to as "e-mail") and 

automatically judges a name and transmission method for each 

| = « destination at the time of transmission. 

2. Description of the Related Art 

: S E-mail is one of conventional methods for communication 

between information processing apparatuses connected to a 
□J network, and personal computers etc. are used as apparatuses 

□ for transmitting and receiving e-mails (i.e., e-mail 

apparatuses) . In transmitting an e-mail message, it is 
necessary to write the address of a destination in the e-mail 
message to be transmitted. A user may input an address through 
a keyboard in generating an e-mail message to be transmitted. 
However, in the case of a destination to which a user frequently 
transmits e-mail messages, not only it is a heavy load for the 
user to input the e-mail address of the destination in generating 
each e-mail message to be transmitted, but also it is impossible 
to prevent a transmission error due to erroneous input of the 
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address . 

In view of the above, conventional e-mail apparatuses have 
a function of registering destination information (destination 
table) in which the addresses and names of destinations are 
correlated with each other, and thereby upon designating a 
destination from among the registered destinations, the address 
of the designated destination is automatically added to an 
e-mail to be transmitted. 

Recently, a generated e-mail, however, is often 
transmitted to a plurality of destinations, and accordingly 
e-mail apparatuses in which destinations of e-mail are managed 
in groups have been mainstream. An e-mail apparatus in which 
destinations of an e-mail are managed in groups is provided with 
the above-mentioned destination table and additionally a group 
table in which a group identification name and one or a plurality 
of destination names registered in the destination table are 
registered. By designating a group of destinations of an e-mail 
message, the address of every destination which is registered 
as a member of the designated group is added to an e-mail itself 
and the e-mail message is transmitted to every destination. 
Further, the following e-mail apparatuses have been proposed. 

(1) An apparatus, disclosed in Japanese Unexamined Patent 
Publication JP-A 5-219103 (1993) , in which destinations of 
e-mail are managed in groups and registrants of a group are 
classified, based on exclusion information that is set before 
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transmitting an e-mail message, into ones to whom the e-mail 
message need to be transmitted and ones to whom the e-mail 
message need not be transmitted. The e-mail message is 
transmitted to only the registrants to whom it needs to be 
transmitted (the e-mail is not transmitted to the registrants 
to whom it need not be transmitted) . 

(2) An apparatus, disclosed in Japanese Unexamined Patent 
Publication JP-A 8-316983 (1996), in which a function of 
registering a table in which keywords and destinations are 
correlated with each other is provided. A person to whom an 
e-mail message needs to be transmitted is determined 
automatically based on a keyword that is included in the e- 
mail message, and the e-mail message is transmitted to the person 
thus determined. 

(3) An apparatus, disclosed in Japanese Unexamined Patent 
Publication JP-A 11-212884 (1999), in which an e-mail message 
with an attachment file is transmitted to a particular 
destination among a plurality of destinations to whom the e-mail 
message needs to be transmitted. 

In the apparatus (1), however, since exclusion 
information is inputted by a user, the exclusion information 
cannot be prevented from being erroneously inputted by a user. 
Accordingly the apparatus has a high possibility to transmit 
an e-mail message to a person to whom it need not be transmitted 
or to fail to transmit the e-mail message to a person to whom 
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it needs to be transmitted. There is another problem that since 
a user needs to input exclusion information, the apparatus needs 
relatively high expenditures of time and labor in e-mail 



In the apparatus (2) / since the destination of an e-mail 
message is determined based on a keyword that is included in 
the e-mail message, a user needs to generate an e-mail message 
in consideration of the destination and hence more time and labor 
are needed to generate the e-mail message. 

In the apparatus (3), a user specifies, for each person, 
whether to add an attachment file. Therefore, the apparatus 
has a high possibility to transmit due to an erroneous 
specification an attachment file to a person to whom it need 
not be transmitted or to fail to transmit the attachment file 
to a person to whom it needs to be transmitted. There is another 
problem that since a user needs to specify, for each person, 
whether to add an attachment file, the apparatus needs 
relatively high expenditures of time and labor in e-mail 
transmission and is inferior in operability. 



An object of the present invention is to provide an e-mail 
apparatus capable of enhancing ease of operation and preventing 
an e-mail transmission error. 

To attain the above object, the invention provides an 



transmission and is inferior in operability. 



SUMMARY 




e-mail apparatus comprising: 

a storage section for storing a destination table in which 
destination records in each of which an address of an e-mail 
destination and a destination notation are correlated with each 
other are registered and a group table in which group records 
in each of which an identification name of a group and one or 
a plurality of destinations are correlated with each other are 
registered; and 

a control section having a destination classification 
function of classifying, when a group is designated as 
destinations of an e-mail message, destinations correlated with 
the designated group into destinations who are listed in the 
e-mail message to be transmitted and destinations who are not, 
and a transmission function of transmitting the e-mail message 
based on the classification by the destination classification 
function. 

In this configuration, the destinations (i.e., the 
registrants of the group) who are correlated with a group that 
has been designated as destinations of an e-mail message to be 
transmitted are classified depending on whether they are listed 
in the e-mail message and the e-mail message is transmitted based 
on a classification result. 

Where a setting is so made that an e-mail message is not 
transmitted to a registrant of a designated group who is not 
listed in the e-mail message, transmission of an e-mail message 
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to a person to whom it need not be transmitted is avoided by 
a user's refraining from writing (inputting) the name of the 
person in generating the e-mail message. The e-mail is 
transmitted reliably to persons whose names are listed in the 
e-mail message. In this manner, depending on whether a user 
writes a destination name in an e-mail message to be transmitted, 
the e-mail message can reliably be transmitted to persons to 
whom it needs to be transmitted and the e-mail message is not 
transmitted to persons to whom it need not be transmitted . 
Since writing names of persons to whom an e-mail message needs 
to be transmitted is an act that is done usually, it does not 
increase the load of a user. 

In the invention it is preferable that the control section 
further has a function of designating a group of destinations 
as designations of the e-mail message based on attribute 
information of the e-mail message. 

According to the invention, the group of destinations is 
designated automatically based on attribute information of the 
e-mail message to be transmitted. Therefore, a burden imposed 
to a user is more reduced. 

In the invention it is preferable that the control section 
prohibit transmission of the e-mail message to the destinations 
which are listed in the e-mail message. 

In the invention it is preferable that the destination 
classification function includes a function of subclassif ying 
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the destinations which are listed in the e-mail message to be 
transmitted based on a preset condition. 

According to the invention, for example, it is possible 
to transmit meeting minutes to only persons who were absent from 
the meeting. Therefore, destinations are determined 
automatically in accordance with the property of an e-mail 
message to be transmitted and operability of the apparatus is 
more enhanced. 

In the invention it is preferable that the destination 
classification function is a function of performing the 
classification depending on whether the destinations are listed 
in a prescribed region of the e-mail message to be transmitted. 

Usually, the names of persons to whom an e-mail message 
needs to be transmitted are written at a beginning part of the 
e-mail message . Therefore, the classification may be performed 
depending on whether destinations are listed in this region. 

In the invention it is preferable that the transmission 
function includes a function of transmitting, when a 
destination which is not correlated with the designated group 
is listed in the e-mail message to be transmitted, the e-mail 
message is also transmitted to the destination. 

According to the invention, even when a destination which 
is not correlated with a designated group is listed in an e-mail 
message, the e-mail message is also transmitted to the 
destination. Therefore, a user can transmit an e-mail message 
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also to a person who does not belong to the designated group, 
merely by writing his name. 

In the invention it is preferable that the storage section 
has a mail storage area for storing transmitted e-mails, and 
the transmission function includes a function of attaching, 
when transmitting the e-mail message to the destination which 
is not correlated with the designated group, to the e-mail 
message to be transmitted, e-mail messages which are stored in 
the mail storage area and were transmitted to the destinations 
of the designated group. 

According to the invention, when an e-mail message is 
transmitted to a person who does not belong to a designated group, 
e-mail messages that were transmitted to the registrants of the 
group in the past can be attached to the e-mail message. 

In the invention it is preferable that the control section 
has a function of executing, when a destination which is not 
correlated with the designated group is listed in the e-mail 
message to be transmitted, a process of inquiring of a user 
whether to register the destination as a member of the designated 
group . 

According to the invention, when a destination which is 
not correlated with a designated group is listed in an e-mail 
message, an inquiry is made about whether to register the 
destination as a member of the designated group. Therefore, 
an individual who has newly joined a group can be registered 
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easily. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other and further objects, features, and advantages of 
the invention will be more explicit from the following detailed 
description taken with reference to the drawings wherein: 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the configuration of 
an e-mail apparatus according to a first embodiment of the 
invention; 

Fig. 2 shows a destination table provided in the e-mail 
apparatus according to the first embodiment of the invention; 

Fig. 3 shows a group table provided in the e-mail apparatus 
according to the first embodiment of the invention; 

Fig. 4 shows a template of meeting minutes; 

Fig. 5 shows the structure of a region to which attributes 
of a file are to be inputted; 

Figs. 6A and 6B show an example of a generated e-mail 
message; 

Fig. 7 is a flowchart showing a process executed by the 
e-mail apparatus according to the first embodiment of the 
invention; 

Fig. 8 shows another example of a generated e-mail 
message; and 

Fig. 9 shows an example display on a display section of 
an e-mail apparatus according to a second embodiment of the 
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invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Now referring to the drawings, preferred embodiments of 
the invention are described below. 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the configuration of 
an e-mail apparatus according to an embodiment of the invention. 
An e-mail apparatus 1 is provided with a control section 2 for 
controlling the operation of a main body, a storage section 3 
having a destination table 11 and a group table 12 (described 
later) , a document template storage area 13 in which templates 
of various documents such as meeting minutes are registered, 
a transmitted mail storage area 14 for storing transmitted 
e-mail etc. , and other areas, an input section 4 having a mouse, 
a keyboard, etc., a display section 5 for performing display 
corresponding to an input manipulation on the input section 4, 
and a communication section 6 for controlling communication 
with a network. 

As shown in Fig. 2, destination records 11a in each of 
which destination notations and a mail address (hereinafter 
referred to merely as "address") are correlated with each other 
are registered in the destination table 11 that is stored in 
the storage section 3. The term "destination" as used herein 
means a name or the like that enables identification of an 
individual. Not only a representative notation but also other 



10 



• 



notations enabling identification of an individual can be 
registered in each destination record 11a. For example, 
"Hajime Suzuki," "H. Suzuki," etc. can be registered as other 
notations enabling identification of "sub-section manager 
Suzuki" can be registered in a destination record 11a having 
"sub-section manager Suzuki" as a representative notation. As 
shown in Fig. 3, group records 12a in each of which the name 
of the group and the representative notations of individuals 
(registrants) belonging to the group are correlated with each 
other are registered in the group table 12. Either a single 
person or a plurality of persons may be registered in each group. 
Templates of various documents are stored in the document 
template storage area 13. For example, as shown in Fig. 4, a 
meeting minutes template having fields in which to write a 
subject, a date, a place, attendants, meeting results, etc. can 
be stored in the document template storage area 13. A user can 
generate an e-mail message to be transmitted by using any of 
those templates. As shown in Fig. 5, an e-mail message that 
has been generated by the e-mail apparatus according to this 
embodiment is provided with a region where attribute 
information such as a file name and a group name are to be 
inputted. A user can generate a template freely and a generated 
template can be stored in the document template storage area 
13. An e-mail message can be generated according to a form that 
is not stored as a template. 
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The operation of the e-mail apparatus 1 according to this 
embodiment will be hereinafter described. A user who wants to 
transmit an e-mail message generates an e-mail body. This may 
be done by using either a template stored in the document 
template storage area 13 or a unique form devised by the user. 
At this time, the user also inputs attribute information (a title 
name, a group name, etc. ) of the generated e-mail message. The 
e-mail apparatus 1 may be so configured that a group name can 
be inputted by designating a group name that is registered in 
the group table 12. Also, the e-mail apparatus 1 may be so 
configured that a group name (or a destination name) is inputted 
automatically in a case where an e-mail massage is generated 
by using a template that is stored in the document template 
storage area 13. Specifically, this is done by storing, in the 
document template storage area 13, a template in which a group 
name is inputted as attribute information. 

Figs. 6A and 6B show an example e-mail message generated 
by a user. Fig. 6A shows attribute information of the generated 
e-mail message and Fig. 6B shows an e-mail body. In the e- 
mail message of Figs. 6A and 6B, "Leader meeting" is inputted 
as a group name (attribute information) . 

When the user who has completed the generation of the 
e-mail message makes, through the input section 4, an input that 
commands transmission of the e-mail massage, a process of 
transmitting the generated e-mail message is executed. Fig. 
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7 is a flowchart showing a mail transmission process of the 
e-mail apparatus 1 according to this embodiment. The e-mail 
apparatus 1 reads out a group name (in this example , "Leader 
meeting") from attribute information at step nl and detects 
registrants of the group from the group table 11 at step n2 . 
At step n3, the e-mail apparatus 1 detects destinations that 
are listed in a prescribed region of the e-mail to be transmitted 
(i.e. , the e-mail that has been generated by the user). 

The prescribed region may be set on an e-mail message basis . 
For example, a region where to input information indicating the 
prescribed region may be provided in the attribute information. 
For example, in the case of the meeting minutes of Figs. 6A and 
6B, the region where to write attendant names may be made the 
prescribed region. The registrants of "Leader meeting" are 
four persons of "Sub-section manager Suzuki," "Sub-section 
manager Tanaka," and "Chief Nakamura," and "Chief Yamamoto." 
In the meeting minutes of Figs. 6A and 6B, only three persons 
of "Sub-section manager Suzuki, " "Sub-section manager Tanaka, " 
and "Chief Yamamoto" are written as attendants but "Chief 
Nakamura" is not written because he was absent. 

At step n4, the e-mail apparatus 1 classifies the 
registrants of the group that were detected at step n3 into 
persons (destinations) who are listed in the prescribed region 
of the e-mail message and persons who are not. In this example, 
at step n4, the e-mail apparatus 1 makes classification into 
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the three persons of "Sub-section manager Suzuki, " "Sub-section 
manager Tanaka," and "Chief Yamamoto" and the single person of 
"Chief Nakamura." At step n5, the e-mail apparatus 1 transmits 
the e-mail message based on the classification result of step 
n4. 

At step n5, an e-mail transmission method etc. may be 
determined in accordance with the property of the e-mail message 
to be transmitted. Exemplary e-mail transmission methods are 
as follows. 

(1) If the purpose of transmission of the e-mail message 
is confirmation of the contents of generated meeting minutes, 
the meeting minutes (e-mail message) need to be transmitted to 
attendants of the meeting but need not be transmitted to persons 
who were absent. In this case, a setting is possible that the 
e-mail message is transmitted to persons (destinations) who are 
listed in the prescribed region of the e-mail message and is 
not transmitted to the other persons (i.e., persons who were 
absent) . With this setting, the transmission of the e-mail can 
be done automatically in such a manner that the e-mail message 
is transmitted to the three persons of "Sub-section manager 
Suzuki, " "Sub-section manager Tanaka, " and "Chief Yamamoto" who 
attended the meeting and is not transmitted to "Chief Nakamura" 
who was absent . 

The address of a person to whom the e-mail should be 
transmitted is obtained by searching the destination table 11. 
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The e-mail apparatus 1 according to this embodiment 
automatically adds, to the e-mail message, an address that has 
been acquired by searching the destination table 11. 

(2) If meeting minutes were handed to attendants at the 
end of the meeting and the purpose of transmission of the e-mail 
message is to transmit the meeting minutes to persons who were 
absent, the meeting minutes (e-mail message) need not be 
transmitted to the attendants and need to be transmitted to the 
persons who were absent. In this case, a setting is possible 
that the e-mail message is not transmitted to the persons 
(destinations) who are listed in the prescribed region of the 
e-mail message and is transmitted to the other persons (i.e., 
the persons who were absent) . With this setting, the 
transmission of the e-mail message can be done automatically 
in such a manner that the e-mail message is not transmitted to 
the three persons of "Sub-section manager Suzuki, " "Sub-section 
manager Tanaka," and "Chief Yamamoto" who attended the meeting 
and is transmitted to "Chief Nakamura" who was absent. 

(3) Another setting is possible that the e-mail message 
is transmitted as an original (To: transmission) to persons 
(destinations) who are registrants of the group detected at step 
n2 and are listed in the prescribed region of the e-mail message 
detected at step n3 and the e-mail message is transmitted as 
a copy (CC: transmission) to persons who are not listed in the 
prescribed region of the e-mail message detected at step n3. 
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With this setting, in the example being considered, the 
transmission can be done in such a manner that the e-mail message 
is transmitted as an original to the three persons of "Sub- 
section manager Suzuki," "Sub-section manager Tanaka," and 
"Chief Yamamoto" who attended the meeting and is transmitted 
as a copy to "Chief Nakamura" who was absent. 

(4) If an attachment file was handed to attendants at the 
time of a meeting, a setting is possible that the e-mail message 
is transmitted without the attachment file to persons 
(destinations) who are registrants of the group detected at step 
n2 and are listed in the prescribed region of the e-mail message 
detected at step n3 and the e-mail message is transmitted with 
the attachment file to persons who are not listed in the 
prescribed region of the e-mail message detected at step n3. 
With this setting, the e-mail message is transmitted without 
an attachment file to the three persons of "Sub-section manager 
Suzuki, " "Sub-section manager Tanaka, " and "Chief Yamamoto" who 
attended the meeting and is transmitted with the attachment file 
to "Chief Nakamura" who was absent. That is, an attachment file 
can be transmitted to only persons who were absent and hence 
were not handed the attachment file. 

(5) Still another setting is possible that the e-mail 
message is transmitted as BCC: transmission to a person (who 
is not necessarily a registrant of the group) who is listed in 
the prescribed region of the e-mail as a destination with a 
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prescribed mark or notation such as " [written by] " or 
"[secretariat]." This setting allows even a person who has 
written meeting minutes, a secretariat, or the like to manage 
the meeting minutes. 

The transmission-completed e-mail message is stored in 
the transmitted mail storage area 14. 

Since as described above proper destinations and a proper 
transmission method (To:, CC:, or BCC: transmission, with or 
without an attachment file, etc.) vary in accordance with the 
property of an e-mail message to be transmitted, the e-mail 
apparatus 1 may be so configured as to allow a user to make one 
of settings (l)-(5) freely. For example, when a user has 
commanded transmission of an e-mail message, a picture that 
inquires of the user which of settings (l)-(5) should be effected 
may be displayed on the display section 5 to urge the user to 
make a setting input. With this measure, the only manipulation 
that the user should perform is to select (designate) a setting 
and hence the load of the user is not increased. 

Another embodiment of the invention will be described 
below. An e-mail apparatus 1 according to this embodiment is 
similar to the e-mail apparatus 1 according to the first 
embodiment and different from the latter in being additionally 
provided with a process that is executed when the name of a 
destination who is not a registrant of a designated group is 
written in the prescribed region of an e-mail message. 
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Specif ically, when the name of a destination who is not 
a registrant of a designated group is written in the prescribed 
region of an e-mail message, the e-mail apparatus 1 acquires 
an address that is correlated with this destination by searching 
the destination table 11 and transmits the e-mail message to 
the acquired address. The e-mail apparatus 1 may be so 
configured that an e-mail transmission method (To:, CC:, or BCC: 
transmission or the like) suitable for the property of an e-mail 
message to be transmitted can be set. 

For example, in the case of transmitting meeting minutes 
shown in Fig. 8, the above-described process allows the meeting 
minutes to be also transmitted to "Chief Takahashi" who is listed 
as an attendant but is not registered as a member of the group 
"Leader meeting." Therefore, the meeting minutes can be 
transmitted to "Chief Takahashi" in a situation that he attended 
the meeting as a guest or that he newly joined the group but 
the group table 12 has not been updated accordingly yet. 

When the name of a destination who is not a registrant 
of a designated group is written in the prescribed region of 
an e-mail message, as shown in Fig. 9 a picture that inquires 
of a user whether to register this destination as a member of 
the group may be displayed on the display section 5. At this 
time, if the user inputs an instruction to the effect that the 
destination should be registered as a member of the group, the 
destination is registered in the corresponding group record 12a. 
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Therefore, when the members of a group have changed by, for 
example, addition of a new member, the group table 12 can be 
updated easily and ease of operation of a user is more enhanced. 
Further, as shown in Fig. 9, the picture may include a portion 
that inquires of the user whether materials that have been 
generated so far should be transmitted to the new member as 
attachments to the e-mail message . With this measure, the past 
materials of the group can be transmitted to the new member and 
hence the new member can easily recognize the past situations 
of the group. The past materials of the group are stored in 
the transmitted mail storage area 14. 

In the above embodiments, all the destination names 
written in the e-mail message are representative notations. A 
similar operation is performed even if a destination name is 
a notation that is registered in a destination record 11a as 
not being a representative notation. 

The invention may be embodied in other specific forms 
without departing from the spirit or essential characteristics 
thereof. The present embodiments are therefore to be 
considered in all respects as illustrative and not restrictive, 
the scope of the invention being indicated by the appended claims 
rather than by the foregoing description and all changes which 
come within the meaning and the range of equivalency of the 
claims are therefore intended to be embraced therein. 



